64   POLITICAL AND RELIGIOUS  CONDITION

Needless to say, there was no mention of the alterations and
embellishments" which it had often received from the hands of
man. Moreover, the paradox was ignored by which the God
of justice and of mercy, whom the prophets had proclaimed
as universal and absolute, was invested with the moods and
caprices of some local deity, granting Israel a unique and certain
means of gaining his favour through the study and practice
of a complex code of rites and observances better suited to the
worship of the Baals of Canaan, and in fact mainly derived
from this source.1 The universal opinion in Palestine was that
of Ben-Sira : " All these things are the book of the covenant of
the most high God, even the law which Moses commanded for an
heritage unto the congregations of Jacob." 2

Henceforth the Torah could only be regarded as the un-
alterable Rule and absolute standard of all religious life ; the
sole and immediate source of God's truth. And it followed
that the constant reading and pondering of the Scriptures
came to be looked upon as the religious exercise par excellence,
far more necessary even to the layman than participation in
the cult, which, owing to his lack of special knowledge, could
only be a passive one. The piety of Israel was measured in
terms of its extreme veneration for the Law even more than
by the exactness of its observance, for in practice certain con-
cessions had to be made, otherwise the life of the community
would not have been tolerable, but these concessions rather
added to than detracted from the respect in which the letter of
the law was held. And any member of a Jewish community
who failed in the necessary reverence might be dealt with very
severely.3

As a matter of fact, the Torah does not promulgate dogmas
or metaphysical ideas, or even, properly speaking, any system
of ethics. It makes definite and final statements about the will
of God and his omnipotence, and lays down certain practical
rules, either negative (prohibition) or positive (commands).
The strict observance of these rules is an absolute necessity
for the good Jew, because only by this means can he retain
that legal purity upon which a right relationship with Jahweh
depends. The effort to preserve this purity easily becomes an

in mind the story from Raymond of Capua (Legende majeure de Sainte
Catherine de Sienne, i, chap, xi, 112), in which Jesus comes daily in person
to read the Psalms with the saint in her cell.

1 Ecclus. xxiv. 22.

2 LVlJLL, 513.    On the content  and various  aspects  of the  Torah,
cf. CCim, 119.

3 Philo himself emphasizes this danger.    Cf. C. Conybeare, Myth,
Magic and Morals, London, 1910, 158.